The more evidencebased practices are included in a programme, the more likely it is to achieve positive outcomes. 5 This approach offers a relatively quick and easy way for decision-makers to select interventions to consider for evaluation and wider roll-out.
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This article outlines how an understanding of the state of parenting programmes in South Africa was gained through investigating the use of evidencebased practices, a process that could certainly be applied to other types of prevention programming with minimal adjustment. Parenting programmes were selected for this research as they are central to violence prevention, with the World Health
Organization recently identifying programmes that enable a healthy parent-child relationship as a 'best buy' for violence prevention. 6 Parenting programmes enable parents to learn strategies to strengthen their relationships with their children and also to manage misbehaviour without the use of harsh discipline, and so can help to reduce both child maltreatment (itself a form of violence) and youth violence.
In South Africa, the need for these programmes has been recognised in Chapter 8 of the Children's Act, which states that the government must provide and fund prevention and early intervention programmes to prevent child maltreatment. 7 It also recognises that programmes that develop parenting skills are critical to promoting children's wellbeing. The Western
Cape provincial government has acknowledged the potential role of parenting programmes in preventing violence by including them in its Integrated Provincial Violence Prevention Policy Framework. 8 This article will firstly provide an overview of evidence-based practices within the context of parenting programmes. Secondly, it will outline the development of instruments used to gain information from programmes and to rank programmes. Thirdly, it will discuss the findings from the application of these instruments to parenting programmes in South
Africa. Finally, it will make some comments about the use and adaptation of this process for other areas of violence prevention.
Evidence-based practices for parenting programmes
Programme targeting

Needs assessment
Programmes are more likely to be effective if they are informed by a clear understanding of the nature, prevalence and distribution of the targeted problem. 9 This understanding should be gained via a formal needs assessment, which is ideally conducted when the idea for the programme is conceptualised 
Programme timing
Programmes are best implemented at a time in a child's life when they will have the greatest impact, and when parents will be most receptive to change.
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Additionally, programmes must be developmentally appropriate, in terms of both the targeted age-range of children and the cognitive, social and intellectual abilities of parents.
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Recruitment and retention
Parenting programmes are more likely to recruit appropriate parents if they have explicit screening processes in place. Screening allows programme staff to establish if individuals meet the criteria for the programme. It also enables staff to refer parents on if they require services that are beyond the scope of the programme, thus maximising the chances that those receiving the programme will in fact be helped, and that the resources ploughed into the programme are used to maximum effect.
Retention is another issue that needs careful thought.
Many parents, especially those in greatest need of intervention, do not access services, or drop out of them. For example, recorded drop-out rates for family-centred interventions for parents of children at risk of conduct problems have been as high as 50%. 13 Not only does this retention failure waste resources and potentially lead to low morale of group leaders, it also means that many parents who could benefit from programmes are missing out completely or are only receiving bits of the intervention (which may not be as effective as the whole programme).
It is therefore essential to carefully consider appropriate recruitment and retention techniques and address barriers to programme access and participation, so that parents who might otherwise find it difficult to engage in parenting programmes, are more likely to do so. 14 This may involve delivering programmes at times convenient to parents, delivering programmes at venues that are easily accessible to parents, providing child care, and ensuring that programme content is culturally appropriate and relevant to parents.
Programme design and delivery
Programme theory
Many programmes are based on intuition, available resources and past experiences, rather than on solid evidence. 15 However, programmes are more likely to be effective if they have a strong theoretical basis and clearly articulate the mechanisms by which they aim to achieve their goals. 16 If a programme theory is not plausible in terms of the scientific literature, that programme is unlikely to be effective, however well it is implemented.
Programme content
Although specific programme content will vary, depending on desired outcomes, certain content 
Programme delivery
Parenting programmes are also more likely to foster lasting positive outcomes if they aim to change parents' attitudes, behaviours and goals, rather than to simply improve their knowledge. 18 Programmes should take a collaborative and strengths-based approach, rather than one that is didactic, expertdriven and deficit-based. 19 Additionally, it is key that there is an active skills-based component that provides parents with an opportunity to role-play new skills in a safe and supportive environment. 20 Programme content should be clearly outlined in programme materials to increase the likelihood of the programme being delivered as intended. Whatever the duration of a programme, the inclusion of booster sessions after programme completion may assist parents in maintaining positive programme outcomes. 26 
Training and supervision
Most evidence-based parenting programmes in high-income countries use professionals, including nurses, psychologists or social workers, to deliver interventions. 27 There is some evidence (at least from one home-visiting programme for infants) that professionals may be more effective than paraprofessionals. 28 However, there is also evidence that positive outcomes can be achieved when using paraprofessionals, including community-based facilitators.
For example, the results of a randomised controlled trial of a peer-led parenting programme delivered in a socially deprived part of inner London compared favourably with professional-led programmes in terms of improved parenting and reductions in child behaviour problems. 29 The peer-led intervention also had a low dropout rate, which may indicate that this approach is an acceptable means of supporting parents.
The decision whether to use professionals or paraprofessionals as facilitators should be informed by an understanding of various factors, including how effective each has shown to be with the target population, training and supervision needs, turnover rates and cost, 30 and how the programme was designed and trialled. This being said, the use of para-professionals may be necessary for a country such as South Africa where it is unlikely that there are sufficient numbers of professionals to deliver programmes on a large scale.
Whether professionals or para-professionals are used, training is critical to programme fidelity and effectiveness. 31 Since parenting programmes are transformative in nature, it is necessary that supervisors and facilitators go through the programme as participants during the training process. 32 Training should also include information on the programme's theory, strategies to increase participant engagement, facilitation skills, as well as content on ethics, confidentiality and handling sensitive situations. 33 In order to increase the likelihood of evaluation uptake, the importance of monitoring and evaluation should be discussed and the steps to collect necessary data should be explained. 34 Together with high-quality pre-service and inservice training, ongoing and regular support and supervision provide the foundation for an effective programme. 35 The 
Monitoring and evaluation
Programmes are strengthened by the inclusion of well-designed monitoring and evaluation processes throughout their duration. 37 Monitoring systems assist with understanding programme reach, programme fidelity, relevance to participants and whether the programme needs any adaptations. 38 Outcome evaluation is particularly essential as it generates information on intervention effectiveness.
Together, monitoring and evaluation data can be used to justify ongoing investment and inform further programme development.
The randomised controlled trial is typically considered to be the gold standard for outcome evaluation as it allows for the strongest conclusions to be drawn regarding a programme's effect. 39 However, if this design is not feasible, other highquality evaluation designs are available and may achieve the same goal. 40 Since outcome evaluations are resource-intensive, it is helpful to conduct two steps prior to initiating an evaluation. The first step is to conduct an assessment to determine whether carrying out an evaluation would be feasible and likely to generate useful information. 41 Typically, a programme is likely to be evaluable if it:
• Has a plausible programme theory
• Serves the intended target population
• Has a clear and specified curriculum
• Implements activities as planned
• Has realistic and attainable goals
• Has the resources outlined in the programme design
• Has the capacity to provide the necessary data for an evaluation 42 The second step is to conduct a pilot evaluation to determine whether or not the programme is promising and warrants a larger scale evaluation in its current form. 43 
Programme scalability
Unless evidence-based programmes are scaled up successfully and widely used, their impact will remain limited. 44 A programme is only really ready for broad 
Instrument development
In applying these ideas to parenting programmes in South Africa, we developed a set of interlinked instruments -an interview schedule and rating metric (see Table 1 , in which the instruments have been combined) -for assessing the degree to which group-based parenting programmes incorporate the practices discussed above. These instruments were Some of the items in these instruments are specific to parenting programmes, while others are generic to all prevention programmes. We offer the instruments here in the hope that they could be useful to other areas of violence prevention, if a similar process of instrument development is used: the generic items would of course be widely applicable, and a review of the literature in the specific area of violence prevention would yield items that are specific to that area.
After some initial development, the interview schedule was piloted with two parenting programmes in order to determine whether the included questions elicited the desired information.
After pilot-testing, additional questions relating to programme cost and to the language used for delivery were added to the schedule.
In order to gain an accurate assessment of a programme, the interview should be conducted with a staff member who has a thorough understanding of both the theoretical underpinnings of the intervention and its deliveryfor example, the programme developer, organisational director or programme manager.
The length of the interview will depend on the complexity of the programme and the time made 
Application to parenting programmes in South Africa
Through snowball and convenience sampling, 21 group-based parenting programmes located across South Africa were identified and included in this study. All these programmes were designed to reduce negative parenting, teach positive parenting strategies, or improve parent-child relationships.
They all contained specific parenting components or curricula aimed at changing general parenting knowledge, attitudes or skills.
Three programmes (14%) were developed outside of South Africa, while 18 (86%) were developed in South Africa. In terms of provincial distribution within South Africa, three programmes (14%) were available nationally. Two-thirds of the programmes (n = 14; 67%) were available in more than one province, while the others were only available within one province or community. The Western Cape (n = 16; 76%), followed by Gauteng (n = 11; 52%), had the most programmes, while the Eastern Cape and Aligned to the lack of developed programme theories was a lack of monitoring and evaluation processes, especially outcome evaluation. Only two programmes (10%) had undergone external evaluation, and because they did not make the evaluation reports Results showed that none of the 21 programmes was fully aligned with the evidence-based practices identified in the metric (see Table 2 ). However, 13
programmes incorporated at least half of them, with two having incorporated 72% and 75% respectively. There is a need to build the evidence base in lowand middle-income countries so that programme developers can draw from these. This can be achieved by conducting rigorous evaluations of local programmes and sharing the results, be they positive, negative or equivocal, within the public domain. 52 Programme staff commonly identified a lack of capacity and financial resources as a barrier to conducting evaluation. In order to address this barrier, programmes may benefit from linking with local government and research institutions that may offer assistance in conducting evaluations.
As mentioned above, donors also have a role to play in fostering a culture of evaluation by providing the necessary funding, and guiding programme developers and implementers towards appropriate technical assistance.
Implications of these findings
The instruments enabled an understanding of 
